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What is Intercultural Feeling? On Reading Kazuo 
Ishiguro’s The Remains of the Day
James TINK
The awarding of the Nobel Prize for Literature to Kazuo Ishiguro in 2017 
brought English literary studies into the Japanese media spotlight for a brief 
while, as commentators reflected upon the success of the British author from 
Nagasaki. Also, as is in the nature of the Nobel Prize, it provided a timely 
opportunity to reflect on some of the conditions of contemporary literature, 
such as authorial reputation, ideas of a national literature, and the reception 
of the novel in a contemporary global market. Timely, too, for the teaching of 
English literature in the Japanese university: Ishiguro has for some time now 
been a popular choice for syllabi and research, and so the Prize was welcomed 
by many as a fillip to teaching humanities. Moreover, the prize coincided 
with ongoing debates about the international and cross-cultural currents of 
literary studies. There have been institutional expectations to encourage 
“intercultural” awareness as the outcome of global education through forms 
of ibunka rikai; the emergent teaching methodology CLIL ( “Content and 
Language lntegrated Learning:” ) has encouraged ways to transmit academic 
content with communication and cognition skills through the medium of 
culture in the classroom (Ball et al 5-6). This begs the question of what is 
understood to be the intercultural in a university context: is it a specific 
subject knowledge or more like a competence? This paper is a reflection on 
teaching Ishiguro’ s fiction as part of an undergraduate class and the conditions 
of reading his works; in what ways might a practice of reading contemporary 
British fiction might help us to think about this idea of the intercultural? The 
idea of “feeling intercultural” is admittedly a rather vague outcome, but one 
112
17
that may be justified by the expectations of humanities education, which 
might be generously thought as involving the study of communication and 
experience, as well as the practice of a classroom situation. Therefore, this 
paper will discuss the teaching of the 1989 novel The Remains of the Day and 
consider matters of teaching fiction and the “intercultural” awareness. 
What is appealing about the work of Kazuo Ishiguro? In awarding him the 
prize, the Nobel committee said his fiction “uncovered the abyss beneath our 
illusory sense of connection with the world” ( “Nobel Prize” ). This seems 
very apt, as many admirers of his fiction enjoy the way his novels invite 
readers into their story worlds and character situations, but then turn that 
context against us and draw us into conditions that are less knowable. We 
lose ourselves in the story to find we are more lost than we thought. In this 
sense, Ishiguro exemplifies the experience of fiction itself as an experience 
of verisimilitude and the impossible (Bennett and Royle 42). A reader' s 
sense of connection with the world in Ishiguro's fiction is often an effect 
of misrecognizing the genre of the novel and having expectations of the 
narrative confounded. Thus, famously, Never Let Me Go begins as a form of 
boarding school story, with its friendship and institutional rituals, until we 
realize that these pupils are in fact outcast human clones; The Remains of 
the Day might seem a slightly nostalgic exercise in English mannerisms set 
in a country house, before it turns into an indictment of them. (Conversely, 
literary reviewers seem to have struggled with novels like The Unconsoled 
or The Buried Giant when the expectations of genre were less obvious 
to them) Nevertheless, the most distinctive feature of Ishiguro's novels 
to date has been in its use of a narrator, that is, a first-person unreliable-
narrator (not always in Wayne C Booth's strict sense of the term, but close 
enough) to complicate am otherwise seemingly straightforward descriptive 
and empirical discourse. So again, in Never Let Me Go, Kathy H (her lack of a 
family name a clue to her strange condition) describes her frightening world 
in an uncomplainingly plain, matter-or-fact British English conversational 
style. We could reasonably argue that the appeal of Ishiguro’ s fiction to many 
readers is that it is indeed “readable” , which is not at all to damn with faint 
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praise but to indicate his idiom or signature prose style. Moreover, this has a 
pedagogic value as well as Ishiguro’ s novel can seem to be “teachable,” being 
accessible, with a vocabulary and syntax that is relatively straight forward 
yet which rewards careful reading. This matter of style has become a talking 
point about Ishiguro’ s status as a contemporary global writer, which will 
follow the following discussion of The Remains of the Day. 
Ishiguro’ s breakout 1989 novel is very well-known, including the famous 
1993 film. First impressions of the novel suggest an exercise in a particularly 
British (in fact English) set of forms: the confession of Stevens the butler 
and his career at an aristocratic country house (Darlington Hall). The use of 
the country house as a synecdoche for ideas of national time and space draws 
upon the literary forms previously critiqued by Raymond Williams in The 
Country and the City (249) and celebrated today in the inexplicably popular 
TV drama Downton Abbey. We might also consider the novel a variant of 
historical fiction, insofar as it weaves a story through the names of historical 
figures and a set of modern historical events, from the Treaty of Versailles in 
1919 to the Munich Agreement of 1938 and, by implication the Suez crisis of 
1956, the year of its frame narrative. Moreover, the reader might well think 
of the 1980s context of the novel as an example of Thatcher-era fiction. In 
any case, it seems to many critics to have been Ishiguro’ s deliberate move 
from the Japanese content of his first two novels towards a deliberate study 
of British fictional motifs. At the time of its publication, Ishiguro called it his 
“super English novel. It’ s more English than English” (Ishiguro qtd. Sim 49; 
emphasis in original). 
That comment is especially useful for understanding the narrative discourse 
of the fiction. Ever since the novel won the Booker Prize for fiction in 
1990, readers have commented on Ishiguro’ s mimicry of a certain, kind of 
British-English class accent, or what David Lodge called “butler speak” , the 
over-precise and stilted diction of a servant class that is expected to speak 
appropriately with its social superiors (155); you may recall that a running 
theme of the novel is Stevens’ difficulty in practicing the less formal, more 
spontaneous “banter” expected by his new American employer. “Butler 
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speak” and “banter” are thus the two discursive possibilities acknowledged 
by the narrator. The fascination of the novel (or, perhaps, a stumbling block 
to its critics) is the reader’ s gradual recognition of just how unreliable, 
ironic, or simply affectated that narrative is. The experience of reading the 
novel together in a class is an opportunity to read between the lines like this. 
For example, in a sequence early in the novel, Stevens praises the English 
landscape as representing his own ideal of emotional restraint and order as 
manifested in his professional life: “I would say that it is the very lack of 
obvious drama or spectacle that sets the beauty of our land apart. What is 
pertinent is the calmness of that beauty, its sense of restraint. It is although 
the land knows its own beauty, its own greatness, and feels no need to 
shout it” (29). By the end of the novel, readers might revise this restraint as 
repression or denial. The novel originally coincided with the postcolonial turn 
in literary criticism, when the critic Homi Bhabha argued that representations 
of national culture could be undermined by discourses of mimicry ort sly 
civility (Bhabha 128). Indeed, this passage was cited by the novelist Caryl 
Phillips as just such a sly critique of English identity (Sim 125); in the Brexit 
summer of 2019, the novel’ s mimicry of nativist self-satisfaction remains 
timely. 
It is necessary therefore to notice how any outward expressions of apparent 
Englishness in the novel do not lead to some intuitive condition of the national 
novel without this element of irony. Yet it would be misleading to suggest 
that intercultural understanding of the novel was simply the comprehension of 
cultural motifs or tropes, as a form of reader competence. As the critic Naoki 
Sakai points out, there is no necessary relationship of comprehension of a 
language to ethnicity, native-speaker identity, and location, because  “’ not 
comprehending’ [a text] takes place everywhere” (qtd. In Walkowitz 166). 
The novel is indeed sometimes difficult to comprehend. One sequence in 
particular is where Stevens assists his master Lord Darlington in a secret 
meeting between the British Prime-minister Chamberlain and the Foreign 
Minister of Nazi Germany Ribbentrop, a meeting which readers infer is 
supposed to be facilitating the meeting in Munich between Chamberlain and 
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Hitler, and so marks the nadir of Darlington’ s complicity with the Nazis. That 
evening, Stevens has also learnt that Miss Kenton is leaving the household 
for good, and so his memory is a passage from dejection to what he calls 
“triumph” : 
At first, my mood was ‒I do not mind admitting it̶somewhat downcast. 
But then, as I continued to stand there, a curious thing began to take 
place; that is to say, a deep feeling of triumph started to well up within 
me. I cannot remember to what extent I analysed this feeling at the 
time, but today, looking back on it, it does not seem difficult to account 
for. I had after all just come through an extremely trying evening, 
throughout which I had managed to preserve a “dignity in keeping with 
my position” ‒and had done so, moreover, in manner even my father 
might have been proud of. And there across the hall, behind the very 
doors upon which my gaze was resting, within the very room where I 
had just exercised my duties, the most powerful gentlemen of Europe 
were conferring over the fate of our continent. (238)
The question is what exactly is “a deep feeling of triumph” ? The phrase 
seems (at least to this reader) to be jarring and awkward, both overstated 
and imprecise. Perhaps because it seems psychologically implausible (in this 
narration that otherwise respects psychological realism) that the character 
should change state quite so decisively, and so I am confused by the emotional 
condition that Stevens describes. Or perhaps it is because the same word 
“triumph” was used previously for the plot’ s other big set piece-the 1920s 
Anglo-German conference on the day Stevens father died (“For all its sad 
associations, whenever I recall that evening today, I find I do so with a large 
sense of triumph” (115)) and so seems to be signalled here as a keyword. 
Is it then a sign that Stevens limited character-narration should be read 
psychoanalytically as a symptom of a “screen memory,” hiding moments of 
emotional hurt with professional elation (Brooks 47)? Or is the word triumph 
more insidious: a few paragraphs earlier a character had referred to the 
Nazi’ s “wretched rally and wretched Olympic Games” (235) which sows 
associations for the reader with Leni Riefenstahl’ s propaganda film Triumph 
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of the Will, and so makes us wonder if Stevens personal “triumph” is an 
ironic sign (a metalinguistic indictor to the reader) of his complicity in the 
catastrophic fate of the continent. How seriously should we read this feeling? 
This is where critical arguments about the global novel and world 
literature in the twenty-first century help us to think about reading and 
the intercultural. Proponents of the new “global novel” argue that in the 
twenty-first century, globalized life i(at least for the developed world) 
encourages a cosmopolitan style of fiction to explore generalized experience 
(Kirsch 25). In Rebecca Walkowitz’ s influential model of a contemporary 
“cosmopolitan style” , Ishiguro’ s fiction is said to be “born translated”; that 
is, it is said to deploy a deliberately plain prose narrative, with few idioms 
or idiosyncratic and culturally-specific vocabulary, because it is intended to 
be either translated smoothly into other languages or read as an artefact of 
global English. In this reading, the specific vocabulary of the novel is said 
to be of less significance than the broader narrative and plot components, 
Walkowitz highlights the use of anecdotes as self-contained units throughout 
the narrative and argues this is the translatable medium of the text (116-
7). This generous view of the work is at odds with less sanguine critics of 
the global novel. In a waspish essay for the New York Review of Books called 
“The Dull New Global Novel” , Tim Parks complains that it is precisely the 
loss of idiomatic language and the avoidance of any precise or culturally-
specific knowledge or vocabulary in recent English fiction that in his opinion 
has rendered it anodyne; “What seems doomed to disappear, or at least to 
risk neglect, is the kind of work that revels in the subtle nuances of its own 
language and literary culture” (Parks, paragraph 10). Uncomfortably, he cites 
Ishiguro’ s stated preference for “avoiding word play and allusion to make 
things easy for the translator” (paragraph 7). (Mizumura Minae has explored 
similar territory in her controversial book on Japanese fiction translated as 
The Fall of Language in the Age of English.) In this case, we might think the 
use of the word “triumph” is simply a sign of Ishiguro’ s creative slackness. 
A third way to make sense of the passage comes from Frederic Jameson’ s 
recent work on the realist novel and the representations of the emotions. He 
117
12
follows in the wake of affect theory to distinguish emotions (which are feeling 
nominalized as identifiable categories or states, and hence reified or moral 
or cultural norms) from the “affect” which is the more amorphous sensation 
of the phenomenological body as such. Since the 19th century, Jameson 
argues, “the isolated body begins to know more global waves of generalized 
sensations” (28) which the novel as global form comprehends. This is a helpful 
suggestion for the passage as it indicates that perhaps the incongruity of a 
“sense of triumph” registers the discordance between affect and emotion 
in this point, as it does in other parts of the novel, for example, the “strange 
feeling” (186) and “peculiar sensation” (222) Stevens associates with the 
time he heard Miss Kenton crying and failed to comfort her (which elicits 
discussion in class as to what exactly Stevens is feeling about her at this point 
in the narrative). If this is the case, the dissonance of a “feeling of triumph” 
could mark something like a fantasy of ideology; the misrecognition of bodily 
affect and its projection into a symbolic order. 
This puzzle about understanding “the feeling” in the novel should 
encourage us to think more about current approaches of literary studies. On 
the one hand, the idea of translatable cosmopolitan style draws on the model 
of “surface reading” , as proposed by Sharon Marcus and Steven Best, which 
seeks to replace ideas of critical suspicion of texts and the interrogation to 
uncover a hidden content or latent symptom in favour of acknowledging their 
surface effects and capacity to move the reader. Thus, in Rita Felski’ s recent 
work (especially The Limits of Critique) we are enjoined to let go of critique 
and the quest for a hidden meaning and explore instead the entire intercultural 
global network of associations ‒ personal, affective, historical and cultural 
---that the text affords the reader in a given reading situation (161). On the 
other hand, there are the advocates of close reading and critique; not simply 
Tim Parks’ idea of fine writing, but also, for example, Jameson’ s project 
on studying literary form and modes of allegory to understand the historical 
content of literature, ort Emily Apter’ s emphasis on the “untranslatable” 
terms of languages that insist on a difference and disparity within world 
literature (31). Or there is Derek Attridge’ s proposal in The Singularity of 
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Literature that literary reading is the singular event with which the reader 
experiences a “movement into the unknown” and encounter with the Other 
through reading a text attentively (59). To what extent do these different 
approaches to reading literature today help us to understand the intercultural 
in English? 
If we accept that contemporary fiction, such as by Kazuo Ishiguro, is indeed 
in the process of transformation from the “English novel” into something 
called a “global novel” , then how could we practice teaching and learning 
in the future? Do we face, as Mizumura worries, an Anglophonic hegemony 
(41), or a simple dullness? The Remains of the Day provides us with some 
further points of consideration. It is hard to deny that the novel really does 
invite allegorical and symptomatic, even suspicious, readings of the narrative 
as a form of ideological narrative (MacKay 158; also Brannigan 82). This 
suggests that, pace Rita Felksi, there is a space of critique in literary studies. 
In addition, Ishiguro’ s narrative may be “born translated” but still rewards 
strategies of close reading. For example, there is the scene in which Stevens 
tries to justify his cooperation with Lord Darlington in dismissing two Jewish 
women (the main moral crisis of the novel) by reassuring Miss Kenton, 
“What’ s done can hardly be undone” (Ishiguro 162). The sentence operates 
as a platitude, an exercise in the use of linguistic commonplaces as tactics 
of suppression as Ishiguro explores elsewhere (Tink), but it does also seem 
to be a Shakespearean allusion to Lady Macbeth’ s similar self-justification 
in Macbeth, “Things without all remedy / Should be without regard. What’ s 
done is done” (3.2.13-14). There is something singular and resistant to 
translation here. 
However, the novel is also interesting to the extent that it explores the 
failure to maintain a cultural identity in the face of events. Stevens’ project 
to imagine his place in the nation and service to his master through his use of 
language, butler speak, clearly fails, as Stevens notes in his quasi-epiphany at 
the seaside at the very end of the novel. 
It occurs to me, furthermore, that bantering is hardly an unreasonable 
duty for an employer to expect a professional to perform. I have of 
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course already devoted much time to developing my bantering skills, 
but it is possible I have never previously approached the task with 
the commitment I might have done. Perhaps, then, when I return to 
Darlington Hall tomorrow ‒Mr Farraday will not himself be back for 
a further week̶I will begin practising with renewed effort. I should 
hope, then, that by the time of my employer’ s return, I shall be in a 
position to pleasantly surprise him. (258) 
When teaching the novel, there was discussion in class about what we 
actually felt about the ending of the novel, of our sense of an ending. It is 
undoubtedly sad, but was it necessarily desolate? Steven’ s own suggestion is 
that “banter” might provider new forms of speech and interaction that could 
let him live more happily for what remains of the day: “I will begin practising 
with renewed effort. I should hope, them that by the time of my employer’ s 
return, I shall be in apposition to pleasantly surprise him” (258). How should 
the reader feel about this aspiration? The answer involves our willingness to 
read the narrative closure as a form of a fable: perhaps Stevens’ s loyalty to 
his employer shows how he is hidebound to his job or his labour, for good or 
ill; or, it is perhaps more symbolic of a Post-war moment, of an opening up of 
English culture to a less repressed or “stiff” way of being; or, for that matter, 
it symbolizes the decline of the British Empire through its cultural integration 
into American hegemon.
In conclusion, the point being made here is not only the truism that a 
literary text can encourage many different interpretations. It is to suggest 
that reading the novel for “intercultural understanding” does not necessarily 
endow us with a self-confident competence to understand feeling but is instead 
an experience of the failure to communicate. Much of Ishiguro’ s novel is about 
the scope for the misrecognition of how culture is a discourse̶Englishness, 
butler speak̶that can unravel through reading. Reading or teaching the novel 
involves identifying the failings and limits of the culture it describes. To that 
extent, the ending of the novel presents us with another fable. The aim of 
understanding has not been to arrive at a “feeling of triumph” or of belonging, 
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What is Intercultural Feeling? On Reading Kazuo 
Ishiguro’ s The Remains of the Day
James TINK
In what ways can the teaching of English literature contribute to the outcome of 
“intercultural understanding” that is increasingly expected in Higher Education? 
This paper considers some issues in the teaching of contemporary fiction in English 
by examining arguments about contemporary literary criticism and the so-called 
“global novel” with reference to Kazuo Ishiguro’ s 1989 novel The Remains of the 
Day. In recent years, critics has debated to what extent it is a text rooted in national-
literary forms and themes, or is an example of an emergent, intercultural world 
literature. Whereas some critics have claimed that Ishiguro’ s narrative prose style 
is based on simplicity and translatability, the paper argues that a close reading of the 
novel can find points of lexical ambiguity: in particular the use of the phrase “feeling 
of triumph” is examined to see in what ways this is significant for the representation 
of feelings and emotions in the novel.  The paper considers what implications this 
has for understanding the novel and for thinking more generally about how literary 
texts may be best read as examples of the intercultural. 
